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On June 30, 43-year-old Leonel Fernandez of the Partido de la Liberacion Dominicana (PLD) was
elected president of the Dominican Republic. His vice president will be Jaime David Fernandez
Mirabal. Although the election marks a turning point in Dominican politics, the new president will
face serious problems after he takes office on Aug. 16. The official results of the hotly contested
runoff, announced by the electoral commission (Junta Central Electoral, JCE) on July 9, confirmed
Fernandez's victory.
Fernandez, the youngest person ever elected to the Dominican presidency, took 51.25% of the valid
votes cast, while opponent Jose Francisco Pena Gomez of the Partido Revolucionario Dominicano
(PRD) took 48.75%. Pena Gomez lost to Balaguer in 1994 in elections that were denounced nationally
and internationally as fraudulent (see NotiSur, 05/20/94, 08/19/94, 09/15/95). In his third attempt
to capture the presidency, Pena Gomez won the first round on May 13, but failed to capture the
absolute majority needed to avoid a runoff (see NotiSur, 05/24/96).
Fernandez's victory was, in large part, the result of a pact between the Partido Reformista Social
Cristiano (PRSC), headed by outgoing octogenarian President Joaquin Balaguer, and the PLD,
founded by Balaguer's long-time political adversary Juan Bosch. Following the first-round election
in which PRSC candidate Jacinto Peynado came in a poor third, Balaguer made a formal alliance
with Bosch and the PLD to prevent a Pena Gomez victory. The campaign was heavily laden with
racial overtones and charges by the PRSC that Pena Gomez is of Haitian descent and that he would
try to unite the Dominican Republic with Haiti. The two countries share the island of Hispaniola.
However, despite the charged rhetoric, the election was not marred by any major violence and both
national and international observers judged the process to be relatively clean. As the Dominican
Republic enters a new political era without Balaguer at the helm, many analysts question how much
behind-the-scenes influence the seven-time president will have, given his support for Fernandez
in the campaign. While Fernandez insists that the PRSC support will not give Balaguer decisive
power in the new administration, managing the role of the outgoing president could be the biggest
challenge that Fernandez will face. "Leonel has taken a big and very dangerous risk," one diplomat
in Santo Domingo said. "He didn't sell his soul to the devil, but he leased it, and now we have to see
what he does to get it back."
However, when asked about Balaguer's influence in the new government in an interview in the
newspaper La Vanguardia in Barcelona, Spain, Fernandez insisted that the would "not be anyone's
prisoner." "Soon it will be evident that the votes of the Balageristas will not determine my manner
of governing," said Fernandez. "I assume the presidency without having my hands tied. Calling me
Balaguer's prisoner was campaign rhetoric by my opponents to discredit me."
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Fernandez began his political career in the PLD as a disciple of the leftist Bosch, who founded the
party in 1973 after leaving the PRD (see NotiSur, 06/24/94). Bosch still wields great power within the
party as evidenced by his role in the pact with Balaguer.
In the 1994 elections, Fernandez ran as Bosch's running mate on the PLD ticket. However, since
assuming formal leadership of the party, Fernandez has moved the party decidedly to the right of
center. Fernandez attended grade and high school in the US, and received a law degree from the
Universidad Autonoma in Santo Domingo. Despite Fernandez's insistence that his administration
will be independent and that Balaguer's support was "unconditional," the president-elect will have
to maintain a close working relationship with the PRSC, since his party only holds one of the 30
Senate seats and 12 of the 120 seats in the Chamber of Deputies. The PRSC has 14 senators and 49
deputies. In addition, losing candidate Pena Gomez, whose PRD and its allies control half of both
houses, is sure to lead a vigorous opposition. Pena Gomez said that while his party will "weigh the
merits of proposals and bills in Congress that coincide with our platform, under no circumstances
will we participate in a government not elected by us."
Pena Gomez added that "our adversaries ought to realize that their mandate is not unanimous
and that half the people did not vote for them." In trying to bring the country together, one
of Fernandez's most difficult tasks will be to heal the wounds left by the blatant racism of the
campaign. Fernandez strongly denies that he is racist. "I am a good example," said Fernandez.
"I have dark skin. Like me, the Dominican society is mulatto, a mixture of black and white. Here
the racial problem does not exist. The real problem is social. It is poverty, lack of opportunities,
unemployment, insufficient health care and housing, deteriorated infrastructure. Those are the
problems that I will have to deal with."
But responding to those problems will not be easy. The Dominican Republic suffers from a very high
incidence of poverty as well as serious problems in the nation's productive sector that impede the
creation of new jobs. More than 50% of Dominicans are considered poor. The official unemployment
rate stands at 20% of the economically active population (EAP), while another 20% work in the
informal sector. Even for those with steady jobs, life is precarious. Monthly salaries of public
employees and those employed in small and medium-sized businesses average between US$55
and US$85. As a result, many of the country's poor majority are forced to emigrate to seek better
opportunities, and more than one million Dominicans live outside the country.
While Fernandez supports neoliberal economic policies to insert the nation into the global economy,
he also says that responding to social issues and overcoming corruption will be priorities of his
administration. He has promised to remedy the conditions that deprive 80% of the population of
adequate nutrition and which limit health care benefits through Social Security to only 6% of the
population. These conditions are aggravated by the lack of growth in the industrial sector, which in
turn is adversely affected by monumental infrastructure problems, including insufficient electricity
and blackouts that often last up to 10 hours a day.
Nevertheless, as he prepares to leave office, Balaguer says, "I am leaving the country ready, like a
new model airplane, for the takeoff toward real development." However, Balaguer will leave behind
a foreign debt of more than US$4.2 billion. In addition, several state enterprises such as the electric
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company (Corporacion Dominicana de Electricidad, CDE) and the national sugar council (Consejo
Estatal del Azucar, CEA) are essentially bankrupt.
Beyond the domestic problems, Fernandez will also have his work cut out for him in rebuilding
international confidence and respect, not only damaged by decades of Balaguer's iron-fisted rule
but also by the recent negative, racial, and xenophobic campaign. As a first step, on July 3 Fernandez
announced that he would implement a new style of government, with wide participation by
Congress, political parties, and civic leaders in decision-making. He said his first task is to unify the
country and move beyond the rancor and polarization of the campaign. (Sources: Agence FrancePresse, 05/24/96, 05/30/96, 06/02/96; 07/01/96, 07/02/96; New York Time, 07/02/96; Reuter, 05/28/96,
07/03/96, 07/11/96; Spanish news service EFE, 07/11/96)
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